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ABSTRACT 



This report uses data from the National Education 
Longitudinal Study of 1988 to examine 1992 high school graduates 1 access to 
postsecondary education in 1994, 2 years after high school graduation. An 
overview of the postsecondary enrollment rates of graduates by family income, 
race/ethnicity, and parental levels of education is followed by an analysis 
of the factors associated with the relatively low four-year college 
enrollment rates of Hispanic, black, and low- income students. The findings 
include: (1) the differences by income and race/ethnicity in the four-year 

enrollment rates of college-qualified high school graduates are eliminated 
among those students who have taken college entrance examinations and 
completed an admission application; (2) high school graduates with low- income 
parents are able to attend four-year colleges at the same rates as students 
from middle- income families, if the low income students follow the usual 
requirements for consideration and admission; (3) college-qualified 
low- income students, once accepted to four-year colleges, are as likely to 
enroll as middle- and high-income students; and (4) barriers to a four-year 
college education for low- income high school graduates appear to include low 
educational expectations and poor academic preparation. Appendix A is 
comprised of a glossary and Appendix B is comprised of technical notes and 
methodology. (JLS) 
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HIGHLIGHTS 



This report uses data from the National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS:88) 
to examine access to postsecondary education of 1992 high school graduates by 1994, two years 
after high school graduation. After an overview of the postsecondary enrollment rates of the 1992 
high school graduates by family income, race-ethnicity, and parental levels of education, the re- 
port focuses on the factors associated with the relatively low four-year college enrollment rates of 
Hispanic, black, and low-income high school graduates. It examines college costs and financial 
aid, the educational expectations and immediate college plans of the high school graduates, and 
their academic preparation as measured by a four-year “college qualification index” developed 
for this study. The index is used to identify those who would have met the minimum require- 
ments to be admitted to a four-year college, the group of high school graduates who are consid- 
ered to be “college-qualified.” The major findings are: 

• Although there are differences by income and race-ethnicity in the four-year college 
enrollment rates of college-qualified high school graduates, the differences between 
college-qualified low-income and middle-income students, as well as the differences 
among college-qualified black, Hispanic, Asian, and white students, are eliminated 
among those students who have taken the college entrance examinations and com- 
pleted an application for admission, the two steps necessary to attend a four-year col- 
lege. 

• High school graduates whose parents have low levels of income and education are able 
to attend four-year colleges at the same rates as students from middle-income families, 
if they do what four-year colleges expect them to do. That is, if low-income students 
have an academic record and aptitude test scores which demonstrate even the minimal 
qualifications for admission to a four-year institution, if they take a college entrance 
examination, and if they submit an application for admission, the majority of low- 
income students enroll in postsecondary education, and over 83 percent attend a four- 
year college or university. 

• College-qualified low-income students who have been accepted for admission to pub- 
lic four-year colleges and universities and those who have been accepted to private 
four-year colleges and universities are just as likely to enroll in them as are middle- 
and high-income students. There is no measurable difference by family income in the 
proportion of those accepted at private institutions who choose to enroll in a public 
four-year institution instead. There are also no differences in the enrollment rates of 
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Highlights 



those college-qualified blacks, Hispanics, Asians, or whites who have been accepted 
for admission to either public or private four-year colleges and universities. 

• Low-income, black, and Hispanic high school graduates are less likely to be well pre- 
pared academically to attend a four-year college. Even among those who are college- 
qualified, low-income and Hispanic (but not black) students are less likely to take the 
college entrance examinations and apply for admission to a four-year institution. 

• Among all college-qualified seniors who enrolled in postsecondary education, Hispan- 
ics were less likely than any other racial-ethnic group to attend a four-year institution. 
Instead, college-qualified Hispanics were more likely than any other racial-ethnic 
group to attend a public two-year institution. College-qualified Hispanics were also 
less likely to take college entrance examinations and submit an application for admis- 
sion to a four-year institution compared with Asian, white, and black college-qualified 
students. 

• Three-quarters of all 1992 high school graduates enrolled in some type of postsecon- 
dary institution by 1994. Almost half (45 percent) enrolled in a four-year institution, 
one-quarter (26 percent) enrolled in a public two-year college, and 4 percent enrolled 
in other institutions offering less than four-year programs. 

• The proportion of all students who enrolled in postsecondary education within two 
years of high school graduation was directly related to family income: 64 percent of 
low-income, 79 percent of middle-income, and 93 percent of high-income students at- 
tended postsecondary education by 1994. 

• About 80 percent of the low-income high school graduates who enrolled in postsecon- 
dary institutions received financial aid. Their average educational expenses after fi- 
nancial aid ranged from about $4,900 at public two- and four-year institutions to 
$5,700 at private, not-for-profit, four-year institutions. To help meet these costs, two- 
thirds of the low-income students worked while enrolled, for an average of 24 hours a 
week. 

• When the 1992 high school graduates were in the eighth grade, 59 percent of low- 
income, 76 percent of middle-income, and 92 percent of high-income students said that 
they expected to finish college. There was no substantial change in these expectations 
by family income or race-ethnicity when they were seniors in 1992. 

• Nearly 80 percent of the 1992 high school graduates said that they expected to attend 
postsecondary education immediately after high school. In October 1992, 65 percent 
were actually enrolled. By 1994, 75 percent had been enrolled. Among those students 
who had planned to attend immediately after high school, 89 percent had enrolled by 
1994. 
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FOREWORD 



This report examines the postsecondary enrollment patterns of 1992 high school graduates 
by 1994, two years after they graduated from high school. Specifically, it focuses on the access of 
low-income students and racial-ethnic minorities to postsecondary education and the degree to 
which the access of students with the academic qualifications to attend a four-year institution is 
limited by financial constraints. The analysis relies primarily on data from the second and third 
follow-up files of the National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS.88), which began 
with a nationally representative sample of 1988 eighth graders who were followed up in 1990, 
1992, and again in 1994. (A more complete description of the NELS:88 sample can be found in 
Appendix B of this report.) This was supplemented with information on college costs and finan- 
cial aid for a comparable group of students in the National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 
1992-93 (NPSAS:93). 

The NELS:88 surveys contain extensive information on student and parent attitudes about 
college costs and financial aid, educational expectations, plans for postsecondary education, the 
types of institutions to which they applied, and where they enrolled. In addition to information 
about family income, parental levels of education, and racial-ethnic background, the surveys 
contain many indicators of academic aptitude, achievement, and coursework in high school. This 
makes it possible to study differences in postsecondary enrollment patterns from a variety of per- 
spectives. 

The estimates presented in this report were produced using the NELS: 88/94 and NPSAS:93 
Data Analysis Systems (DAS). The DAS is a microcomputer application that allows users to 
specify and generate their own tables from the NELS and NPSAS data. The DAS produces de- 
sign-adjusted standard errors necessary for statistical testing of differences shown in the tables. 
Additional information about the DAS can found in appendix B of this report. 
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INTRODUCTION 



This report uses data from the National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS:88) 
to examine access to postsecondary education of high school seniors who graduated in 1992. Ac- 
cess is measured by comparing the postsecondary enrollment rates of groups of students with dif- 
ferent background characteristics, with the implicit assumption that groups of students who show 
similar rates of enrollment in similar types of institutions have had similar access to them. The 
specific focus is on how differences in family income, parental education, and students’ race- 
ethnicity are reflected in (1) enrollment in postsecondary education within two years of high 
school graduation; (2) the type of institution attended; (3) academic preparedness for admission 
to a four-year college; (4) taking the necessary steps toward admission to a four-year college; and 
(5) obtaining information about financial aid. A central issue is to what extent concerns about 
college costs and inadequate information about financial aid may deter low-income students from 
applying to four-year colleges and universities. Supplemental data from the National Postsecon- 
dary Student Aid Study (NPSAS:93) is also used to examine the college costs and financial aid 
reported for a comparable group of students who were enrolled in postsecondary education in 

1992-93. 

The descriptive reports of the second and third NELS:88 follow-up surveys have shown 
that black and Hispanic students and students with low socioeconomic status (SES) are less 
likely to take college preparatory courses, to apply to colleges and take college entrance exams, 
and to enroll in four-year institutions than are other students. Most of the differences in postsec- 
ondary enrollment by race-ethnicity and SES disappear among those students who were in the 
highest quartile on the aptitude test administered in the NELS survey. 1 

This report will expand these previous analyses, with a particular focus on those 1992 high 
school graduates who may be considered “college qualified” because they have adequate aca- 
demic course preparation, grades, and aptitude test scores to meet the minimal entrance require- 
ments of most four-year colleges. In addition, this report examines those students who had the 
initiative to take a college entrance exam and submit an application for admission to a four-year 



'U S Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, A Profile of the American High School 
Senior in 1992 (Washington, D.C.: 1995); and U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statis- 
tics, National Educational Longitudinal Study: 1988-1994, Descriptive Summary Report (Washington, D.C.: 1996). 
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institution. If the financial aid system is providing equal educational opportunities and access to 
postsecondary schooling, one would expect no substantial differences by family income in the 
four-year college enrollment rates of students whose academic records show they are likely to be 
admitted to a four-year college and who have taken the necessary steps to be considered for ad- 
mission. The findings of this study indicate that this is indeed generally the case: there were no 
substantial differences by family income in the four-year college enrollment rates of college- 
qualified high school graduates who apply to and are accepted for admission at four-year col- 
leges. 



The report begins by examining some of the important background characteristics of the 
1992 high school graduates and their relationship to postsecondary enrollment and the types of 
institutions attended within two years of high school graduation. This is followed by an exami- 
nation of postsecondary costs and financial aid among low-income students enrolled in 1992-93. 
Next is a comparison of the educational expectations of the high school graduates when they 
were in eighth grade to their expectations in the senior year, as well as their plans for postsecon- 
dary education as seniors. The college qualification index developed for this study will then be 
discussed, and used to focus on those students who appear to have been qualified for four-year 
college work. The focus then narrows to those among the college-qualified who take the college 
entrance examinations and apply to four-year colleges. Then the enrollment patterns of those who 
were accepted for admission to four-year colleges will be examined, including their choice of 
private and public institutions. This is followed by an examination of the relationship between 
taking the steps toward admission to a four-year college, concerns about affordability, and infor- 
mation acquired about financial aid. Finally, a multivariate analysis of two-year and four-year 
college enrollment rates is presented. The conclusion includes a series of tables (tables 35-37) 
that provide a summary and overview of the information presented in more detail in the text. 
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